
  
    [image: Clay]
  



    
        
          Clay

        

        
        
          Texas Rascals, Volume 11

        

        
        
          Lori Wilde

        

        
          Published by Lori Wilde, 2019.

        

    


  
    
      Clay

      Texas Rascals Book 11

    

    
      
        Lori Wilde

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Epiphany Orchards]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, Clay, the most dreadful thing has happened!”

      “What’s wrong?” Clay Barton stared at his kid sister.

      Anne stood on his front porch of the old log cabin he rented on the back forty acres of the Trueblood ranch in Rascal, Texas. Her nine-month-old daughter, Molly, perched on her right hip. Worry lines creased Anne’s forehead, and her face blanched pale.

      “It’s Holt’s mom… She’s got to have emergency surgery, so we’re flying out this afternoon to be with her. I’m picking Holt up at the office, but I don’t have anyone to look after Molly.”

      “Come inside.” Clay took his sister’s arm and led her over the threshold. With one hand, he raked a pile of nuts and bolts off the sofa cushion and into a cardboard box, then gently guided his sister onto the couch.

      “We can’t take Molly with us; she’s teething and cranky, and it’s too late to call the service in Midland and get a nanny out here today.”

      Although Holt and his sister had enough money for ten nannies, Anne didn’t hire live-in help for Molly as did most of their well-to-do friends.

      “Too bad Mom and Dad are in Japan for the month.” Clay rocked back on his heels.

      Anne shook her head. “If it wasn’t such short notice, I could find someone. It’ll take at least three days, maybe longer. I can’t impose on my friends for that length of time.”

      “I’m really sorry to hear about Holt’s mother.”

      “You’re my only hope, Clay. If you could just take Molly for today, then call the service so they can get a nanny out tomorrow. And since you work from home… it wouldn’t be too much of an imposition.”

      Imposition? More like a major lifestyle change.

      Clay stared at his niece. Gleefully, she kicked her chubby little legs and grinned at him. He stroked his raspy beard stubble with a thumb and forefinger. The thought of being responsible for a baby scared the daylights out of him.

      Cornered, Clay pursed his lips. How could he turn down his sister in need? But how could he take on a nine-month-old? Especially now when he was about to make a breakthrough on his latest invention, the Barton Home Recycling Machine.

      He’d been burning the midnight oil for weeks hoping to iron out the inevitable glitches. Clay tried to think of a way out of it and came up with nothing. It was only one day.

      “Parenting is out of my league,” he mumbled.

      Anne sighed. “I understand if it’s too much for you. I guess Holt will just have to go alone.”

      Clay felt like something nasty stuck on the bottom of a shoe. He’d been working on the recycler for four years, what was another day or two? Besides, this was his niece. It would give him good practice for that day far, far into the future when he became a father.

      “Don’t worry, Anne. I’ll keep her for you.”

      “Thank you, thank you. You don’t know how much this means to me and Holt.”

      “Hey, what are big brothers for?” He chucked Anne under her chin, and his gaze traveled to the doe-eyed baby, sucking her thumb as she sat in his sister’s lap. “Let’s just hope Molly and I both survive.”

      “Don’t worry,” Anne said. “You’re marvelous with her.”

      Molly gurgled in agreement.

      “Buckle up, kid, your Uncle Clay is new at this.” Clay reached over to tweak Molly’s little foot encased in a soft yellow sock. She wore a frilly yellow dress with white bunnies on the front, and she gave him a winsome, toothy smile.

      “I brought some of Molly’s stuff with me,” Anne said. “Clothes, formula, diapers, her car seat, the Pack ’n Play, and her stroller. I’m afraid I was pretty frantic, so I don’t know for sure what all I packed, but you can run over to the house for anything else you might need. I was in such a hurry I’m not sure I remembered to turn on the alarm system. If you go over, could you check if I armed it?”

      “Don’t worry,” he assured her. “I’ll take care of everything.”

      “I wrote up a list of instructions for Molly’s daily routine, plus the name of her pediatrician and a permission letter to have her treated in case something should happen.” Anne took a stack of papers from her purse and passed it to Clay.

      Overwhelmed, Clay simply nodded.

      Anne patted his arm, then stood on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “You’ll do fine. I have complete confidence in you.”

      I’m glad someone does. “Call me as soon as you get there,” he said.

      “Of course.” Anne settled Molly onto the couch cushion and crouched in front of her.

      “Bye-bye, Snookie Bear,” she cooed. “You be a good girl for Uncle Clay. Mommy loves you.”

      Anne rained kisses on her daughter’s face, then straightened. “No one could ask for a better brother.”

      She pressed her house key into his hand.

      He swung Molly onto his hip and walked Anne out the door, down the steps, and over to the top of the line Lexus parked in the bare patch of dirt outside the cabin. He helped Anne unload Molly’s belongings and set them on the porch.

      “Have a safe trip.”

      Anne kissed them both again, then got into the car. She slipped on sunglasses and started the engine. Clay noticed the tight worry lines around his sister’s mouth.

      He and Molly waved goodbye until Anne’s car disappeared from sight, then he glanced at the trusting little soul peeking up at him. Her grin widened, and she held out her arms in a gesture so charming it melted Clay’s heart.

      Wow. Alone with a baby out in the middle of nowhere.

      He gulped. “Well, looks like it’s just you and me, kid.”
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      Molly wouldn’t stop crying.

      Clay was beside himself. He didn’t know what to do. He’d given her a bottle, burped her, and even fed her bits of his banana when she’d reached for it. He’d changed her diaper, talked to her, rocked her, and paced the floor with her.

      Still, the baby wailed. Huge tears trailed down her reddened face. Her little body shivered from those gulping sobs.

      After several hours, when she showed no sign of quieting, Clay admitted defeat. Something was wrong. He needed professional help. Jostling Molly on his hip, he leafed through the notes Anne left him until he found the number to the hospital in Omaha where Holt’s mom was having surgery.

      He cooed to his niece while he waited for the automated phone system to patch him through to the surgical waiting room, but Molly was having none of it. She arched her back and bucked against him, her cries growing louder, more insistent, until Clay’s ears rang.

      Someone answered in the waiting room but told him neither Anne nor Holt were there. Frustrated, he switched off the phone and tossed his cell on the kitchen counter. Where were they? Was their flight delayed? Was Holt’s mother out of surgery yet?

      “Come on, Molly,” he begged, “give me a break.”

      She looked at him with such a desolate expression on her face, Clay felt guilty for his impatience. The baby was sick. His worst nightmare had come true. Better safe than sorry. He picked up the cell phone and called Molly’s pediatrician.

      “I need to make an appointment for my niece, Molly Johnson,” he said to the receptionist. “Now. Today. This afternoon.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Barton, we’re completely booked up today. Maybe first thing tomorrow morning?”

      “And listen to the baby cry like this all night? No way.” For emphasis, he held the receiver close to Molly’s sobbing mouth, then returned it to his ear. “Hear that?”

      “If it’s an emergency, take her to the hospital.”

      Clay sighed, thanked the woman, and hung up. “Well, Molly, what are we gonna do? Is it an emergency, kiddo?”

      Molly quieted for one blessed moment and stared at him. Just when he thought the crisis was over, she hiccupped and started in with a fresh round of tears.

      Shoot.

      If only he knew what was wrong. If she were really sick, he wouldn’t hesitate to take her to the hospital, but maybe she was just missing her mother.

      “There’s more than one doctor in this town, isn’t there?” He googled pediatricians in Rascal, Texas, and discovered there were only two. Molly’s doctor and another one in the newer part of town.

      He called and begged for an appointment. The receptionist said if he could get Molly to the office within the next half hour, Dr. Tobie Avery could work her in.

      “Thank God for Dr. Avery,” Clay said, switching off the phone. “He’s my kinda man.”

      He brushed his lips lightly across Molly’s fuzzy little head. She smelled so good, like baby powder and innocence. Her eyes drooped, and her sobs lightened to miserable sniffles.

      Waltzing her into his bedroom, Clay held his breath, praying that the lapse in crying would last. But when he set her down on his unmade bed, the waterfall of tears returned.

      Hurriedly, he dug through the little suitcase Anne had packed for her and found a lightweight yellow sweater and matching bonnet. It was windy outside, and Clay didn’t want to take any chances on the kid getting an earache on top of everything else.

      Molly squalled the entire time he dressed her, carried her outside, and settled her into the front seat while he installed the car seat Anne had left for him in the back of his extended cab truck, and finally buckled her into the contraption.

      Clay got behind the wheel and slipped the key into the ignition. The truck whined. He pumped the gas pedal, but his fifteen-year-old pickup refused to fire up.

      Swearing under his breath, Clay got out and poked around under the hood. There were definite disadvantages to posing as a poor cowboy.

      He rented the old cabin and kept a beat-up vehicle to keep people in town from finding out who he was. When he’d been Clay Barton, son of the famed Fort Worth cattle baron, Carlton Barton, someone was always trying to marry him for his money.

      Four years ago, he’d turned his back on Fort Worth and the society scene, seeking refuge in the simple life. A he remote cabin smack dab in the ten-thousand-acre ranch did the trick. He enjoyed living like a hermit. Although his family hadn’t understood his decision, they respected it.

      Finally, he had the quiet he needed to work on his inventions. And then Anne and Holt had moved to Rascal when Holt hired on as an executive at Barrington Oil and Gas. He’d begged Anne not to tell anyone they were siblings and blow his cover and serenity he’d found in the small town.

      Just a dead battery. Thank heavens.

      He could charge it with the tractor, but what to do with Molly? He couldn’t leave her strapped in the hot truck or alone in the house either.

      Ahh, the Pack ’n Play Anne had brought for Molly to sleep in.

      Carrying the baby in the crook of his arm like a football, he hurried back into the house and sat her down on the floor while he opened up the Pack ’n Play. It was only when he tried to wrestle it through the doorway that he realized he should have set the thing up outside.

      After a bit of a struggle, he got the Pack ’n Play through the door and onto the front porch, then he settled Molly inside it where he could monitor her while he fired up the tractor that came with the cabin.

      He attached the jumper cables from the tractor to the pickup and went back to sit on the porch with Molly while the battery charged.

      The baby was still sobbing her little heart out, and the sound was a knife right through his gut. Poor kid.

      Rascal was in the high desert of the Davis Mountains, and because of the elevation the temperatures rarely shot above ninety. Combine that with the lack of humidity, and the May afternoon weather was downright balmy. Fluffy clouds slid across the wide blue sky, but he couldn’t enjoy it. Not as long as Molly was suffering.

      The doctor’s receptionist had told him they could fit her in if he got there within half an hour.

      By the time he reached the doctor’s office, mounting tension had him ready to pull his hair out, strand by strand.

      Dr. Tobie Avery’s office was small, and his was the only name on the door. Clay entered the deserted waiting room. Were they closing up? Was he too late? It had taken almost an hour and a half to get the truck started and drive the fifteen miles into town.

      The receptionist, so young she looked like a high school girl in vocational education training, smiled up at him.

      “My, that child has a fine set of lungs.” The receptionist, who’s name tag said Tiffani, smiled.

      “Yes.” Clay nodded, reaching in his pocket for his wallet to retrieve the permission note Anne had written for him. He rifled through the contents but couldn’t find the letter. He patted his pockets.

      Nothing.

      With a groan, he realized he’d left it back at the cabin. Drat. He would have to go back for the permission slip or try to get Anne on the phone.

      Or another option. He could just pretend Molly was his kid.

      Clay ran a hand through his hair, caught in the quandary. What could it hurt? Dr. Avery wasn’t Molly’s regular doctor, anyway. It was one day. One visit. He’d pay cash. No one would ever have to know.

      The baby’s incessant sobbing was the deciding factor.

      “I’m Clay Barton,” he said, “and this is my daughter, Molly.”
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      Dr. Tobie Avery heard the baby screaming from her office at the rear of the clinic. She finished the apple that had served as her late lunch and tossed the core into the wastebasket.

      Pushing back from her desk, she got up, washed her hands at the sink, then dried them on a paper towel. The morning had been hectic, and Monday afternoons were her time off to do paperwork, but when Tiffani told her about the harried man with a crying baby, she’d agreed to see them if they got here before two when her office hours began. It was now three-thirty.

      Hearing the child’s screams for herself, Tobie understood why the poor father was so distressed.

      Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, Tobie walked down the corridor, opened the door separating the waiting room from the rest of the building, and peered out.

      A tall, lanky man in a black straw Stetson stood at the front desk, a look of pure despair written across his handsome face. He clasped a wriggling yellow bundle to his chest. A bundle that possessed a cry as loud as a megaphoned cheerleader at a high school pep rally.

      Tobie took instant pity on him. “May I help you?” she asked, stepping across the floor to join him at the front desk.

      “Yes. I need to see Dr. Avery right away,” the cowboy said, relief ringing in his voice at the sight of her. “Molly won’t stop crying.”

      “This is Mr. Barton,” Tiffani introduced him. “And his daughter, Molly.”

      Tobie extended her hand. “I’m Dr. Avery.”

      The man arched an eyebrow in mild surprise but quickly took her hand and shook it heartily. His grip was firm, self-confident. His gray eyes sparkled with an intriguing light.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting...”

      “A woman?” Tobie finished the sentence for him.

      “Such a young and beautiful woman,” he said, valiantly struggling to keep a grasp on the baby.

      She was used to that reaction. Her first name often threw people. They expected a grandfatherly man who might have shortened Tobias to Tobie.

      “Why don’t you bring your daughter back to the exam room?” Tobie ushered them through the door and into the examination room.

      The cowboy set his baby on the examination table, stepped back, swept off his Stetson, and hung it from the clothes hook on the wall.

      “Could you undress your daughter, please?” Tobie asked, closing the door behind them. She’d only been in practice for six months, and so far, she couldn’t afford to hire a nursing assistant. Taking a digital thermometer from its holder mounted on the wall, Tobie waited while he unbuttoned Molly’s sweater.

      Tobie noticed how tenderly he removed the child’s clothing, as if he were afraid that she’d shatter into a million pieces.

      Unexpectedly, she felt jealous of Mrs. Barton, and an odd sense of longing stabbed through her as she thought of Edward. Somehow, she couldn’t imagine her fiancé caring for a baby at all, much less with such tenderness.

      That’s not fair, she scolded herself. Edward’s already raised three children.

      She understood his reluctance in wanting more kids. They could have a happy life together without children, and who knew, maybe someday she’d convince him to change his mind.

      It was unusual for a man to be so comfortable around babies under a year old. Maybe he came from a large family. She felt a stab of sadness. As an only child, she’d dreamed of having siblings to squabble with. If she ever had kids of her own, she’d definitely have more than one. In fact, she wanted half a dozen.

      Once he had stripped Molly to her diaper, Tobie moved closer and took the child’s temperature. Molly’s screams intensified.

      The cowboy grimaced and glanced away.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” Tobie asked after she’d finished examining the baby.

      He stuffed his hands into his pockets and hunched his shoulders. “Molly started crying about an hour after her mother left.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      He consulted his watch. “My golly, she’s been crying for three straight hours.”

      “Did anything precipitate it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Her tummy appears to be a little distended. When was the last time she had a bowel movement?”

      He blushed. “I, uh, don’t know.”

      “Did she ingest anything not normally on her diet?”

      “I gave her a banana.” He frowned. “I don’t know if Anne normally feeds her bananas or not.”

      “Then why don’t you call your wife and find out?”
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      “Uh...” Clay hesitated again. “We’re not married.”

      For some stupid reason, maybe it was Dr. Tobie’s beautiful sable hair or her angelic heart-shaped face or that lithe body that wouldn’t quit, but Clay wanted her to know he was single.

      “That’s all right, you don’t have to explain your baby mama situation to me. I’m simply trying to determine if Molly has colic.” Dr. Tobie smiled.

      Clay felt as if an arrow had shot him straight through the heart.

      “It could be the bananas, especially if she wasn’t used to eating them,” Dr. Tobie mused, sliding Molly’s arm back into her sweater.

      His niece quieted. She hiccupped a few times and sighed.

      “You think it’s colic?” Clay weaved his fingers together and peered anxiously at Molly.

      “Maybe just an old-fashioned tummy ache.” Dr. Tobie finished dressing the baby and handed her back to Clay. “I’ll write you a prescription.”

      She at down on a stool, opened the drawer on the exam table, and took out a prescription pad.

      Clay stared, mesmerized by her long, gorgeous legs as she crossed them demurely at the ankle. Her chin-length hair swung like a silk curtain against her pale cheek.

      The image of Snow White floated into his brain. Dr. Tobie Avery exuded the same delicate beauty, the same sweet self-assurance as the fairy-tale princess. Clay had been in love with Snow White when he was a kid.

      “Listen,” he said. “I’ve got to be honest with you.”

      Dr. Tobie Avery glanced up at him. “Yes?”

      Clay gulped. “I’m not Molly’s father.”

      Her eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?”

      Raising a hand to massage his brow, Clay wished he’d hadn’t forgotten Anne’s letter. “Molly’s my niece, not my daughter. I’m watching her while my sister is out of town.”

      “Oh.”

      He winced. “I didn’t mean to lie to you, but I was desperate, and it just popped out.”

      Tobie stared at him. “Do you realize I’m jeopardizing my license by treating Molly without her mother’s permission? I’m not even her regular pediatrician.”

      “Oh, I’ve got Anne’s written permission. But I left it at home.”

      “Then go home and get it.” Tobie looked at him as if he were a backward child.

      Good grief, Barton, she thinks you’re an idiot.

      “Therein lies the problem,” he said.

      “Yes?” Dr. Tobie Avery blinked her big blue eyes at him.

      Clay held his breath. It had been a very long time since a woman had affected him so physically. He clutched Molly to his chest and realized she’d stopped crying. In fact, her head rested so heavily upon his shoulder, he suspected she’d finally cried herself to sleep.

      “I live fifteen miles out of town. I forgot the note because my truck wouldn’t start, and I had to set up the Pack ’n Play and use the tractor to jump the battery on my truck, and I’m not sure it will even start again—”

      “Sounds like you and Molly have had a very trying day, Mr. Barton. It is Mr. Barton, isn’t it?” A smile tugged the corners of Tobie’s lips. “You didn’t lie about your name too, I hope.”

      “Clay.”

      “It’s Mr. Clay?”

      “Oh, no. My first name’s Clay. Clay Barton. But please, call me Clay,” he blathered, totally thrown by his unexpected attraction to this sexy physician. Next, he’d start stuttering the way he had as a kid in the schoolyard.

      What was it about this woman that left him feeling tongue-tied and shy? It was more than her beauty. Before he’d come to Rascal to focus on his inventions, he’d had his pick of the most gorgeous women in the Southwest, and none of them had ever stirred him the way this woman did.

      “Okay, Clay. That’s easily rectifiable. I’ll follow you and Molly, and you can find me that letter of permission for her files. How does that sound?”

      “I don’t want to put you to any trouble, Dr. Avery,” Clay said. “I can go get it and bring it back.”

      “Molly needs her rest, and it’s no trouble at all. We’ll stop by the pharmacy on the way and pick up Molly’s prescription.” She stood up. Her dainty fragrance teased his nostrils. She smelled sweet and fresh like a flower. Purple flowers. Violets. That was it. Dr. Tobie Avery smelled like sun-kissed violets.

      “Thanks,” Clay mumbled, surprised to hear his voice come out rough and husky.

      “Looks like the little one has fallen asleep.” Tobie reached out a finger to stroke Molly’s cheek. She was standing so near him that Clay could see the tiny pores on her flawless skin.

      He trembled slightly and wondered again at the strange chemical reaction bubbling inside him.

      “You know, it’s really sweet of you to take care of Molly for your sister. Not a lot of men would do it.”

      Dr. Avery thought he was sweet? Clay didn’t know if that was bad or good. He wanted her to think he was tough and manly, not Mr. Mom. “I didn’t have much of a choice. Anne’s mother-in-law is having emergency surgery, and there wasn’t anybody else to look after the baby on such short notice.”

      “Your sister is lucky to have you.”

      “Ah, shucks, Dr. Avery, you’re embarrassing me.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that.” Her blue eyes flashed with mirth. “You strike me as very self-aware.”

      “I do?”

      “Let me get my car keys. This way.” She motioned him to follow her with a crook of her finger.

      Tobie led him to her office. He waited while she hunted in the desk for her purse. He couldn’t help admiring the bewitching view as she leaned over. Her satiny peach blouse, only partially hidden by her white lab coat, strained across her generous chest. One well-rounded hip angled provocatively in his direction. Sucking in air, Clay placed a restraining hand to Molly’s back. Was Dr. Avery the sort of woman who liked silky lingerie? Skimpy black lace panties or maybe a push-up bra?

      He gulped and for the first time noticed the engagement ring on her left hand. Aww, darn it, off the market. What did he expect? Gorgeous, accomplished women like Tobie could have their pick of mates.

      “Here we are,” she said, straightening, the keychain dangling in her hand. “Let’s do this thing.”
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      “I don’t want to keep you from your other patients,” Clay said. “I hate to be a bother.”

      Tobie smiled again. “Actually, it’s my afternoon off from seeing patients. I normally catch up on paperwork on Monday afternoons. I only agreed to see Molly this late because my receptionist, Tiffani, said she was crying loud enough to wake the dead. I hate to see children suffer.”

      “She’s tuckered herself out.”

      “You don’t have any children of your own?” Tobie cocked her head.

      “Me? Oh, no!”

      “You’re a natural parent.” Completely the opposite of Edward, a nagging voice in the back of Tobie’s mind reminded her.

      “You should have seen me an hour ago.” Clay chuckled. “I was a total basket case.”

      Tobie liked the sound of his rich, throaty voice. She imagined that voice crooning to her in the middle of the night, and she suppressed a shiver of delight. What was she thinking? She was getting married in six months; why was she having daydreams about strangers?

      Especially such an attractive stranger.

      Her gaze traveled the length of his body. He was the sort of fellow her grandmother would have called “a tall drink of water.”

      From the scruffy brown hair inching past the collar of his western shirt to the tight, faded Wrangler jeans encasing his long legs, to the five o’clock shadow ringing his firm jawline. He was one hundred percent sexual fantasy.

      The baby in his arms only accentuated his masculinity, vividly contrasting the weak with the strong.

      Stop it right now, Tobie Lynne Avery, she scolded herself.

      She knew better than to let her mind wander along such dangerous lines. Dr. Edward James Bennet III was the man for her. Edward was reliable, secure, dependable. A rock of a man. Just the kind of mate that suited her. Tobie need never worry about the future, married to a steady man like Edward.

      But what about passion, that nasty little voice nagged her. What about hot sex?

      In the year she’d known Edward, he’d never aroused her the way Clay did with a simple smile. Tobie shook her head to dispel such thoughts. She’d sworn never to allow love to sweep her away as her mother had—marrying in the heat of passion, paying for her rash decision every day of her life.

      “Are you ready, Mr. Barton?” she asked, putting a professional timbre in her voice.

      “Please,” he said, “call me Clay.”

      “Clay, then. This way.” Tobie crooked her finger at him and led him out the back door and through the employee parking lot to her new model Mercedes.

      Clay took a gander at the car and whistled. “This must have set you back a pretty penny.”

      Tobie flushed. “My fiancé bought it for me when I graduated med school. Heaven knows I’m so far in debt on student loans I couldn’t have bought it for myself.”

      “Your fiancé’s rich?”

      “Edward is financially secure, yes.”

      Was it her imagination or did she detect a touch of disappointment in Clay’s tone? Tobie tossed her hair and unlocked the passenger side door, avoiding his inquisitive stare.

      “Hop in,” she said, “I’ll give you a ride to your truck. You’re parked at the front of the building, right?”

      “Yes, but you don’t have a car seat.”

      “We’re just in the parking lot,” she said. “It’ll be fine. Fasten your seat belt around you both.”

      Cradling Molly against his shoulder, Clay got in on the passenger side and belted up. Tobie slid behind the wheel of her Mercedes and backed from her parking space. Yes, she enjoyed the sporty luxury car Edward had purchased for her. It was a sure sign of his affection. No one in her family had ever owned a brand-new car, never mind something as extravagant as a Mercedes.

      Yes, growing up, she and her family had been broker than broke most of the time.

      Old memories rose to the surface. Memories she wanted desperately to forget. Her father had been a dreamer with wanderlust fever, dragging her and her mother from state to state, always on the prowl for a get-rich-quick scheme. They’d never stayed longer than a few months in one place, and Tobie had found it difficult to make friends.

      Ten years ago, her father had died of a heart attack, leaving her mother destitute. During Tobie’s life, her father had made grandiose promises of fine houses, fast cars, and lots of money, but those things never materialized.

      And as much as she had loved her father, he’d rarely paid her any attention, forever high on his wild ideas. She often said whenever she got married, she’d pick a solid, dependable man. No good-looking charmers for her.

      At a very young age, Tobie realized that if she ever wanted anything in life, it was up to her to go get it. The need for success had driven her to spend her entire adolescence tirelessly studying, planning medical school from the time she was thirteen.

      Now, at last, her dreams were coming true. Between her budding medical career and her engagement to Dr. Edward Bennet, she had the stability and security she’d never known as a child.

      “What do you do for a living, Clay, that you can stay home during the day?” Tobie asked as she navigated the car around the parking lot speed bump.

      “Umm,” he hedged.

      Uh-oh, he was unemployed. She knew it!

      “I’m an inventor,” he admitted.

      Even worse than unemployed! Another pie-in-the-sky dreamer, just like her father. Wasn’t it a shame all handsome, charming men seemed to have at least one major character flaw? Look at her mother. She’d married her father for love and his devastating handsomeness and look where it had gotten her.

      Thank heavens she’d found a responsible man like Edward. He might not be the sexiest guy alive, but he was most certainly one of the steadiest.

      “How do you pay the bills? If you don’t mind me asking?” She eased around the corner of the building and into the patient parking area.

      Clay slid her a look. “Don’t worry. I can pay Molly’s doctor bill if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “I—”

      “To put your mind at ease, I make some royalties on an invention I patented five years ago.”

      “I see.” Yes, she saw that he was a head-in-the-clouds type.

      “That set to your mouth says you don’t approve.” His tone rippled with tension.

      “This must be you,” she said, embarrassed and wishing she’d kept her mouth shut. An old dusty brown extended cab work truck was the only vehicle in the lot. She stopped behind the pickup.

      Clay got out with Molly clutched to his shoulder.

      “Follow me to the pharmacy.” She angled her head across the seat to peer up at him. “It’s just two blocks over.”

      “Right behind you.” Clay strapped Molly into the car seat.

      Tobie waited for Clay to follow her, then took off down the block to the pharmacy. She killed the engine, got out, and tapped on his window. He put the window down. Garth Brooks was on the radio. An oldie but a goodie. “Friends in Low Places.”

      “No need to drag Molly out of her car seat again. I’ll grab the prescription and be right back.”

      Clay nodded. “Thank you.”

      While she waited for the prescription, Tobie peered through the pharmacy’s plate-glass window, watching Clay as he sat in his truck, drumming his fingers against the steering wheel in time to the music.

      His eyes met hers, and he grinned.

      Helplessly, Tobie grinned back.

      Why was she doing this? It was definitely beyond the call of her Hippocratic Oath, buying medicine for a child who wasn’t even her regular patient, giving a ride to a man she didn’t know. Something about the pair stirred deep maternal feelings inside her.

      Boundaries, Tobie. You should set them.

      But she needed that permission letter from Molly’s mother to protect herself from liability. Besides, if she didn’t go back to his place to get the letter, she’d get stuck inside on a pretty spring afternoon, alone in her quiet office.

      “Here you go, Doc,” the pharmacist said, ringing up her purchase.

      “Thanks,” Tobie said and paid for the prescription.

      “What’s the matter with you?” she muttered under her breath as she pushed through the glass door and stepped back outside. Normally she loved her work, had never considered it lonely or time-consuming.

      Did she dare admit the truth to herself? That the handsome cowboy and the darling little girl had roused her maternal instincts? Instincts Edward preferred she ignored.

      “Got the meds,” she said with forced cheerfulness and handed the white bag, with the pharmacy label printed on it, to Clay through the window he’d lowered again.

      “Shh.” Clay lay a finger against his lips.

      Tobie peeked in the back. Molly was sound asleep in her car seat, her little chin resting on her chest. Aww!

      “What’s your address?” Tobie whispered. “So I can program it into my GPS.”

      “I’m renting out the old cabin on the back of the Trueblood spread, Willow Creek Ranch, so I don’t have an official address. My mail comes to the ranch,” he said. “Just follow me.”

      “Oh, okay.” She vaguely knew where the Trueblood ranch was. Somewhere west of Rascal. There were a lot of ranches around here, and she’d only been in town for six months, servicing the rural area as part of a government-funded residency program.

      “I really appreciate you taking time out of your busy schedule to do this,” he said. “Most doctors would have held onto Molly while I went home to get the note.”

      It’s probably what she should have done.

      “You’re more than welcome.” Tobie got back into her car and followed Clay to the road leading west out of town.

      Wondering the whole time what in the heck she was doing.
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      Would his bank account impress her? Clay wondered as he watched her Mercedes following behind him through his rearview mirror.

      She was cool, classy, intelligent. His instincts told him no, that Dr. Tobie Avery could see deeper than surface appearances, but then again, she was the same woman who’d accepted a brand spanking new Mercedes from her fiancé. He’d had enough dealings with scheming gold diggers to know that fancy cars were part of the image they craved.

      Yeah.

      He remembered the sudden prim set to her shoulders when she asked him what he did for a living and he’d told her he was an inventor. Had she been measuring his money-making ability, and he’d fallen far short? In Dr. Tobie Avery’s eyes, did a man who went after his dreams translate into a deadbeat? What would she think if she knew he had a billion-dollar trust fund?
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